Event-related brain potentials (ERPs) were used to examine the role of grammatical gender in written sentence comprehension. Native Spanish speakers read sentences in which a drawing depicting a target noun was either congruent or incongruent with sentence meaning, and either agreed or disagreed in gender with that of the preceding article. The gender-agreement violation at the drawing was associated with an enhanced negativity between 500 and 700 msec post-stimulus onset. Semantically incongruent drawings elicited a larger N400 than congruent drawings regardless of gender (dis)agreement, indicating little effect of grammatical gender agreement on contextual integration of a picture into a written sentence context. We also observed an enhanced negativity for articles with unexpected relative to expected gender based on prior sentence context indicating that readers generate expectations for specific nouns and their articles.
INTRODUCTION
Approximately half of the world's languages have a grammatical gender system, according to which all nouns are sorted into classes that are not necessarily correlated with semantic gender (based on biological sex). These grammatical gender classes determine the behavior of other words in a sentence (verbs, adjectives and articles) that are associated with nouns in that class. Hence, a 'gender' is essentially a set of nouns that take the same form of agreement with respect to other words (Corbett, 1991) .
Languages vary in the number of gender classes they have. Bantu languages of Southern Africa have numerous genders, up to 22 if singular and plural parallel genders are counted separately (Corbett, 1991) ; Spanish has only 2. Depending on the language, nouns can belong to a particular gender based on semantic (meaning), morphological (word structure) or phonological (sound) features. Swahili, for example, divides nouns into gender classes based on simple semantics and formal properties of words; the word for "big snake" belongs to genders 5/6 while that for "small snake" belongs to genders 7/8, and words beginning with ki-belong to gender 7, while words beginning with mi-
